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It says in Pirkei Avos (5:19) “One who has the following three attributes is of the students of Avraham Avinu, 

and one who has the three opposite attributes is of the students of the wicked Bilam. A good eye, a meek spirit and a 
humble soul are the attributes of Avraham Avinu’s students. An evil eye, haughty spirit and a greedy soul are the 
attributes of Bilam’s students. What is the difference between the students of Avraham Avinu and the students of the 
wicked Bilam? The students of Avraham Avinu benefit in this world and inherit Olam Haba. The students of the wicked 
Bilam inherit Gehenom and descend to the pit of destruction.” 

 The Ohr Yahel (1:288) asks: Why does the Mishna find it necessary to explain that the students of Avraham 
Avinu benefit in this world and inherit Olam Haba, while the students of the wicked Bilam inherit Gehenom and descend 
to the pit of destruction? This seems to be quite obvious. Would we think that having positive character traits takes us 
to Gehenom, and negative ones brings us Olam Haba? 

 Understanding what an “Evil Eye” is will help us answer this question. The Rambam explains that an Evil 
Eye is the ambition to acquire wealth. The Ohr Yahel writes that the Rambam is not speaking about a man who 
acquires wealth by stealing money from others. On the contrary, this refers to one who doesn’t even take a penny 
dishonestly. All of his possessions are acquired righteously. Nonetheless, one who is ambitious to acquire wealth is 
considered to have an “Evil Eye” and is deemed to be one of the students of the wicked Bilam. The Rambam writes that 
we can perceive Bilam’s ambition to acquire money from the fact that he traveled a long distance from Aram Naharayim 
solely for the payment he would receive to curse the Jews. It does not mention that Bilam was wicked because he went 
to curse the Jews but rather for his ambition to travel so far to receive the money. Any person with a conscious heart 
would be shocked and should tremble upon learning that one who strives to acquire wealth and amass possessions -
even through the most “kosher” means- is considered to be wicked, from the students of the wicked Bilam, and will 
descend to the pit of destruction, Heaven Forbid. We see from here how far we are from daas Torah. From our 
perspective, we might see a man who pursues money with all his strength, and point him out as a positive example. We 
praise him and say ‘Look how much we can learn from this man. One should never be lazy! He is an example of 
someone who is ambitious, hardworking and rewarded.’ Woe is to us for having the complete opposite perspective of 
the Torah! Instead of crying bitter tears over the loss of a precious soul, who will inherit Gehenom and descend to the 
pit of destruction, we are pleased and occupied with him. Says the Ohr Yahel: “I revealed this secret, but whom among 
us does not desire to amass a fortune? Would any of us suspect that this constitutes having the “Evil Eye” of the wicked 
Bilam? [However, this is the truth,] therefore, we have no choice but to admit the truth, be embarrassed, and return 
from our erroneous ways.” These are the words of the Ohr Yahel. 

 This helps us understand why the Mishna found it necessary to explain that the students of Avraham Avinu 
inherit Olam Haba, while the students of the wicked Bilam inherit Gehenom and descend to the pit of destruction. A 
student of Bilam can appear to us as one of the greatest and most important Jews. We would never think negatively 
about him, except that he is not especially ascetic or holy since he is so ambitious to acquire wealth. We would never 
think that such a person will inherit Gehenom and descend to the pit of destruction. Therefore, the Mishna found it 
necessary to spell it out.  



The Rambam himself writes in Hilchos Teshuva (7:3) that we should not think that Teshuva is just for sins that 
involve an action, like immorality, stealing, or robbing. Rather, we also must do Teshuvah for our bad midos like anger, 
jealousy, the pursuit of money and honor, etc. And doing teshuva for bad character traits is harder than doing 
teshuva for a misdeed, because over time a person becomes set in his ways and has difficulty changing his habits. 

 What is so wrong about the ambition to acquire wealth? We can understand this by studying the writing of the 
Mesilas Yesharim (end of Chapter 21). “Man is required to completely cast his burden on Hashem, as he realizes that it is 
impossible for him to lack what has been allotted to him. This is similar to what our Sages said (Beitzah 16a) “All of 
a man’s sustenance is fixed for him from Rosh Hashana”. A person could actually have sat idle and accept whatever 
was allotted to him on Rosh Hashana if not  for the penalty imposed on mankind of “By the sweat of your brow you 
will eat bread” (Breishis 3:19). Because of this, man is obligated to put in some effort to earn a livelihood. That was the 
decree of the Almighty. This is like a tax on all humankind that cannot be evaded. Therefore, man is required to put in 
effort, but the effort is not what provides the livelihood; rather the effort is an obligation that he must fulfil. Once 
he puts in effort, he has absolved his obligation and there is a place for heavenly blessings to rest upon him. He does not need to waste his days on extra ambition and effort in order to receive this blessing.” 

 Consequently, we see that a man who is ambitious to acquire wealth is in essence declaring: “It is with my own 
strength and the power of my hand that made me all this wealth, not Hashem”! He thinks that because he is so ambitious 
to pursue wealth he will prosper more, even more than what Hashem allotted to him. A person who sincerely believes 
in Hashem understands that all of his ambition and pursuit of wealth doesn’t help even a drop, and will behave in the 
manner prescribed by the Mesilas Yesharim: “He does not need to waste his days on extra ambition and effort in 
order to receive this blessing.” 

 After we study the words of the Rambam that an Evil Eye is the ambition to acquire wealth, we can lose 
hope entirely. Practically, we live in a world that screams, “Pursue money!”. We are all influenced by this to varying 
degrees. Is this why we were created- to inherit Gehenom?! What is our mission in this area? There is a great principle 
in avodas Hashem: The Torah says, “If there is a maiden betrothed to a man, and another man finds her in the city, 
and lies with her, you shall take them both out to the gate of that city, and you shall pelt them with stones, and they shall 
die: the girl, because she did not cry out even though she was in the city…” (Devarim 22:23-24) The Tcherin Rebbe 
says that despite the fact that the Torah is discussing a serious sin deserving of the death sentence, the Torah doesn’t 
emphasize that the girl is punished because of the actual sin that was done. The claim against the girl is why she 
didn’t cry out for help! From this we can learn that when our Yetzer Harah convinces us to do a sin, the biggest claim 
against us isn’t necessarily the actual sin, but rather that we didn’t call out for help! Hashem is ready and willing to 
help us with any challenge we face. If we don’t call out to Him, it appears that we don’t care about the sin; this itself 
can be worse than the actual sin. Therefore, if a man lies with a maiden in the field, the girl is not deserving of the death 
sentence. The Torah explains, “Because he found her in the field. The betrothed girl had cried out, but there was 
no one to save her.” (Devarim, 22:27). This applies to our topic. Even though it is extremely difficult to free one’s self from 
the desire for wealth, we are not alone in a field! Avinu shebashamayim is waiting to hear our cries! If we don’t cry out 
to him, it seems as if we don’t care about being trapped in the materialistic culture, and this is worse than the actual sin.  

 There is a parable told of a large hospital which had a rotation of doctors responsible for night shifts, in case 
people needed urgent care. On the day that the youngest and least experienced doctor was scheduled to be on night duty, 
there was a great influx of seriously ill patients. Therefore, the head doctor instructed him – ‘If you see that you have 
too much work tonight, and you can’t manage on your own, don’t hesitate to call me for help’. The night passed with 
the young doctor running from one patient to another. He had hardly finished tending to one patient when he was called 
urgently to the next one. In the morning, it became known that a number of patients did not make it through the night. 
That young doctor was called to court and presented with the complaints against him. They informed him that he was 
accountable for the deaths of countless patients because he had not provided adequate care. The doctor argued that it 
was not his fault since there was an unusually high volume of patients in the hospital that night. The head doctor 
intervened and exclaimed, “You are right that there was a high volume of patients. But I told you that if you couldn’t 
handle the situation on your own, you should call me! Why didn’t you call me? That’s why you are guilty!” We 
simply need to call out to Hashem, and say to him, “Please help me truly believe in You! Save me from the traits of 
Bilam! I want to be close to You, only You!” And then we will find that “Hashem is close to those who call Him, to all 
those who call out to him with truth”! 
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